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Introduction 


Sir Arthur Gilbert’s (London 1913 - Beverly Hills 2001) sparkling life journey as a business- 
man and art collector began when he was little more than a teenager in London, where he 
found financial success, met his first wife who broadened his vision to the world of fashion, 
expanded his activities in the booming real estate business of the era, and, at the age of 36, 
relocated to the US to an illustrious life in Beverly Hills: a comfortable existence without 
any hardships. 

Retracing his life, we glimpse the intersections with iconic places which underscore the ex- 
ceptional nature of a private world turned open to public view when his lifelong passion for 
collecting was unveiled. The telling of Arthur’s story opens up an insight into the English 
fashion world of the 1930s and 1940s, the origins of Israel, a jet-set life with frequent trips 
around Europe and legendary crossings made upon transatlantic luxury liners, and glam- 
orous upper-echelon living in post-war Beverly Hills complete with a Hollywood friends list. 
Unexpectedly, his story also illuminates the journey of a developer who left an influential 
mark on Los Angeles architecture during the 1960s all the while maintaining relationships 
with some of the major art collectors of the twentieth century on the West Coast, such as 
Armand Hammer and Robert Ahmanson. 

Along this celebrated path, Arthur found it paramount to make space for expanding his 
knowledge of and questing for decorative arts, which led him to create his world class col- 
lection of mosaics and silver masterpieces. He was determined to communicate his message 
to the world about the equality of the arts and the dignity of manual techniques catapult- 
ing himself, perhaps unknowingly, into a dispute carried on from Renaissance times. He 
made his way, both following his aesthetic sensibilities and his desire to surround himself 
with beauty as well as by relying upon the advice of qualified merchants and scholars. Sir 
Arthur moved amid the maze of the international market without prejudice at a time when 
attention to provenance was not always thorough. When, in 1996, the vibrant city of Lon- 
don received, on behalf of the nation and to great acclaim in the media, the donation of 
his impressive collection of Decorative Arts, Arthur was probably not aware of a coinciding 
legacy, apparently less valuable and perhaps unnoticed to most: a typewritten file that the 
widow of Harry Fischer, one of the founders of Marlborough Fine Art Gallery, donated to 
the V&A National Art Library along with various books. Only after a quarter of century 


has the unexpected link that leads the path of the two legacies to cross in a dramatic and 


tortuous way been unveiled. It came about through the investigation into the works confis- 
cated by the Nazis from Jewish families and institutions, as Harry Fischer’s file contained a 
long list of works which had been looted and dispersed and which then reemerged on the 
thriving antiques market in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Eight precious 
objects in the Gilbert collection have been identified on this list as Alice Minter explains in 
her essay. Arthur didn’t have the time to understand that his desire to open up his collec- 
tion to the world would also have brought to light a core of works looted by the Nazis, and 
that his collection, from a pure aesthetic pleasure, was assuming a much higher cultural, 
ethical and social value, in line with his commitment of supporting Jewish charitable causes 
in Europe and Israel. 

I first met Arthur in 1992. He was planning to publish the comprehensive catalogues of his 
Hardstone and Micromosaics collection. He considered my specialised background and 
asked me, first to write the catalogues, and then to be assistant curator of his mosaic collec- 
tion at LACMA, where I remained for a few years until the collection was moved to London. 
During that time Arthur very often liked to discuss the mosaics, the museums and Medici 
collections in Florence and all kind of subjects related to my research and knowledge. We 
had great exchanges and we shared common interests in Decorative Arts. 

On September 1996 he released two interviews to me aimed at drafting his biography. I had 
such a good time listening to him while he recounted his story browsing through his many 
old photo albums. For this purpose, the Italian photographer Massimo Listri visited and 
took some spectacular photographs in the house with Arthur and Marjorie, his second wife, 
which have now been republished in this book. The collection was being moved to London 
and as events unfolded his biography was not written, and the information I gathered from 
the conversations with him was only condensed in an article that I published in 1996 in the 
magazine Art and Antiques. 

After more than twenty years, looking back at the densely-written pages of his interviews 
and after his general biographical information has been repeated in articles, auction 
catalogues and countless links coming out on the web, I thought that it was time to re- 
consider his experience. Retracing his story led to the rediscovery of many aspects that 
remained in the shadows, but that can contribute to outlining his role as a visionary per- 


sonality, able to look ahead and to act following his intuition, both in his entrepreneurial 


activities, and on the passion of his life: collecting. His unique life experience is now a funda- 
mental tessera of the complex mosaic that is the history of American and European collecting 
in the twentieth century. 

My reconstruction of Sir Arthur Gilbert’s biography is also based on documents contained 
within his personal archive, mostly preserved at the Bancroft Library, Berkeley (Sir Arthur 
Gilbert papers, circa 1925-2002, BANC MSS 2006/141). Further documents remain at the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art Library (Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Balch Art Re- 
search Library and Archives, Exhibition Records, 1973-2003, Boxes 24, 77). A small portion of 
the letters related to the purchases of objects are at the J. Paul Getty Research Institute (Getty 
Library, Heim Gallery Records 1965-199, Series I.B. Box 44). Numerous conversations over the 
past years with people who were close to him helped me to unveil many different aspects of 
Arthur’s personal story. From the beginning of this project, Paul Dyson generously shared his 
opinions and suggestions as well as contributing with his vivid memories of the time he spent 
with Sir Arthur at Somerset House and in Beverly Hills, which are included in this book. I am 
thankful to Martin Chapman, Curator of European Decorative Arts and Sculpture, Fine Arts 
Museum of San Francisco, Legion of Honor, with whom I shared my time at LACMA, for shar- 
ing his quick portrait of Arthur, and to Alice Minter, curator of the Gilbert Collection at the 
V&A for highlighting the contemporary assets of the collection in her essay and the ongoing 
scholarly research and promotional events aimed at carrying on Arthur’s legacy. The photo- 
graphs provided by Massimo Listri and the Listri Foundation in Florence form a rare reportage 
of Arthur’s dismantled residence in Beverly Hills and I am truly grateful to Massimo for sharing 
this special visual documentation. 

Some collaborations were instrumental in the completion of the book: Madison Hill embraced 
the project, collaborating with tireless dedication in the various aspects during the process 
of the work. She also carried out archival and bibliographic research at Bancroft Library in 
Berkeley as my proxy during the period of pandemic-restricted travel. Being a mosaic designer 
and digital artist herself, she has dedicated the special quod libet included at the beginning of 
the book to Arthur. With the highly professional editor Giulia Bastianelli and graphic designer 
Laura Belforte, from the publisher Sillabe, we worked in a close and coordinated team: to them 
I owe the accomplishment of my work. 

This project was inspired by a cycle of lectures held at the Brera Academy of Fine Arts in Milan 
and part of the research was carried out at the Brera Library. I would like to thank the director 
Giovanni Iovane for acknowledging this work. 


For their discussions and suggestions, I am very grateful to Arthur’s lifelong friends Mr. Marty 


Blank and Mr. Richard Ziman, both trustees of the Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert Foundation. 
Also from the Foundation, my thanks go to Tess Weinberg, Shel Katzer and Robbie Diamond 
for their communications related to the project. 

A special thank you to Arthur’s family: his son Colin M. Gilbert and granddaughter Windy 
Gilbert Gallagher, his second wife Lady Marjorie, Susan Waring and Ashley Goldsmith as 
well as his cousin Gillian Walnes Perry for sharing vital information, documents, photos 
and memories along with their enthusiasm and steadfast encouragement for my research 
and the project’s continuation. 

Thanks also to Arthur’s dear friends Jonathan and Nicholas Norton, who gave fundamental 
input to my research, together with Selim Zilkha and Mary Haley, Timothy Schroder and 
Armin Dolin. I am grateful to Lord Jacob Rothschild, 4th Baron Rothschild for retracing 
the events connected to the move of the collection to Somerset House and I would also like 
to thank his PA Bonnie Bennet and Megan Boldison of the Image Library at Waddesdon 
Rothschild House & Gardens. For her precious support my thanks goes to Varditte Roiter 
Pohatchevsky, manager of the Family Album at the Rishon LeZion Museum, who kindly 
answered my many questions, provided photos and allowed me to publish her mother’s 
written memoires of the Bernstein family in Israel. 

Special thanks go to Rosie Mills, curator at LACMA and to Piper Wynn Severance for 
researching period photos of the museum. Clementine Loustric and Teresa Recami were 
very supportive and assisted me with my photo inquiries at the V&A. Theresa Salazar 
facilitated the research at the Bancroft Library, Berkeley and Britta Traub at the Norton 
Simon Museum, Pasadena. Charissa Bremer-David, during our meetings at the J. Paul 
Getty Museum, shared information about the history of collecting on the West Coast. 
I would also like to thank Anne-Lise Desmas, curator of the Department of Sculpture 
and Decorative Arts at the Getty for permitting the publication of the Valadier clock and 
Tracey Schuster, Head of Photo Archive Services at the Getty Research Institute. Marc 
Wanamaker, Julia Hammid and Kylie Hoffman made their iconographic documentation 
available for the publishing. 

Between the many antiques dealers who shared their memories of Arthur, my thanks go out 
to John and Aurora Duggan, Edward and Julia Bourdon-Smith, and Alessandra di Castro. 
A long list of friends were in touch with me during my research and writing and I would like 
to thank them for contributing in various ways to the enrichment of this project: Alexander 
di Carcaci, Andrea Petochi, Massimo Pellegrinetti, Maria Mancini, Nancy Hart, Nina Olson, 


Ornella Taramelli, Tamara Raffaelli, Lodovica Cesarini, Serena Quinti, and Rita Pippi. 


Anna Maria Massinelli, November 2021 
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to London 


My father knew 

that a woman, 

when she makes money, 
wants two things. 

She either wants 
diamonds, 


or she wants fur. 


Sy Arthur Gilbert was born Abraham Bernstein on 16 May 


1913, in Hackney, London. His parents, Bella (1873- 
1955) and Eliezer Bernstein (1873-1972)', had left their home- 
town of Wlodawa, Poland, to seek a better life in England. They 
established themselves in London in 1893 purchasing a Victorian 
home in the Jewish quarter of Golders Green in North London. 
Eliezer was a very religious man, and as Arthur recalled, “there 
were very few Jewish families in Golders Green when he settled 
there. They prayed in the shed of a local church and had trouble 
finding a minyan”, an issue resolved when Eliezer cofounded the 
Golders Green Synagogue. A suburb with medieval origins, Gold- 
ers Green saw rapid development between the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, thanks in part to the construction 
of London’s underground transit system which facilitated its 
connection with the city centre. During the period of the Nazi 
persecution of Jewish communities across Europe in the 1930s 
and 1940s, Golders Green’s population increased considerably 
as Jewish refugees who fled the holocaust for the safety of Eng- 
land settled in the area. 
The Bernstein family led an elegant life in a spacious home, with 
all the comforts possible in those years. Eliezer found considerable 
success in the furs and millinery industry having taken over the 


family business from his father Matityahu. His thriving fur business 
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1. The Bernstein home in Golders Green, London 
2. Street sign in front of the Bernstein home 


3. Arthur Gilbert at six weeks old in the arms of his nurse 
(Photo Gilbert Foundation Office) 


4. Arthur Gilbert at twelve months 
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5. Arthur Gilbert at the age of five 
(Photo Gilbert Foundation Office) 


included the processing of animal skins as well as the creation of 
fur coats and other accessories: a common activity for many Jew- 
ish immigrants to England from eastern Europe, which involved 


transferring the skills they had acquired in their homeland to their 


adopted one?. When Abraham (Arthur), one of three sons and 


five daughters, was born, the company was already well established 
and based at 105 Aldersgate Street, Clerkenwell. 

The young Arthur did not spend much time in the north Lon- 
don suburb; with the goal of giving him a superior English ed- 
ucation, he had been registered to attend Maidenhead College 
on the river Thames at the very young age of 4, then he went 
on to graduate from Cheltenham College for boys at 16. Later 
on, in an interview released to the Financial Times (Weekend 
20-21 July 1996), Arthur stated: 


I didn’t see a lot of my parents, and I didn’t have any sort of ... 


love for my parents. I must tell you that. 


Eliezer handed down the family furrier expertise to his eldest 
sons — William, Jeff and Philip - who, with a combination of in- 
genious and industrious business acumen, established a thriving 
wholesale business in the fur field. William was able to list his com- 
mercial endeavour on the London Stock Exchange - the first time 
such an entity was ever floated on the exchange. With his success, 
he could afford a large, Tudor sixteenth-century manor house, 
which he renovated inside and furnished with antiques. There, 
his young brother Arthur - 18 years old and 20 years younger than 
William — was introduced to decorative arts and became intrigued 
by the home's panelled refectory room with its large carved table 
and fifteenth-century stained-glass windows. So it was no coinci- 
dence that among Arthur’s first acquisitions was a series of ancient 
stained-glass windows and an old panelled room he purchased at 
auctions in London, as will be explained in more detail later. 

His father had academic aspirations for Arthur, which included 
study at the University of Cambridge. In order to prepare, Arthur 
spent a summer in Paris, studying the French language but also 


absorbing the country’s culture and cuisine — an experience that 
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